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China's Environmental Crisis and US Policy
Senator Max Baucus
Center for Strategic and International Studies
Washington, DC
April 29, 1997
Good morning. Thank you, Gerrit, and thank you everyone for coming this morning.
This is the third in a series of speeches on our relationship with China as we approach a
new century. The first covered politics and security; the second economics and trade. These are
the headline topics, and rightly so. Without peace and security, no other policy issue makes
much difference. And trade touches our jobs, prosperity and ordinary life every day.
By contrast, the environment gets little press attention. And it is true that our work with
China to prevent global warming, protect the oceans and preserve our natural heritage has little
immediate impact on us. But it may affect coming generations more profoundly than anything
else we do in relations with China. I don't think we yet understand that; and as a result our
China policy makes environmental issues an afterthought.
DOMESTIC ENVIRONMENTAL ACCOMPLISHMENTS
That's not good news, but it is nothing to be surprised about. International environmental
policy is a new addition to the foreign policy agenda. And modern environmentalism itself is
still young.
Most of our domestic environmental laws passed after the first Earth Day, twenty-seven
years ago. They came after the postwar boom in heavy industry, which doubled the size of our
economy in fifteen years but created a crisis in the quality of life and the public health.
Some of these laws, like Superfund on hazardous waste cleanup, aren't yet good enough.
But the results show that most are quite effective. Half as many of us live with unhealthy air.
You can swim and eat the fish you catch in twice as many of our rivers and streams. Where we
had 417 nesting pairs of bald eagles in 1970, today we have over 4,000. During the same period,
infant mortality fell from twenty to eight per thousand; and life expectancy grew almost seven
years.
INTERNATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL CHALLENGES
So our record is pretty good. But it isn't enough. Because more and more, we face
problems which originate, at least in part, beyond our borders. Questions like global climate
change. Toxic accumulation in the oceans and loss of fisheries. Population growth and pressure
on natural resources. Loss of biodiversity.
Altogether, these things have brought about a decisive change in human history. When
I last visited China I was taken to visit the home of Tu Fu, a Tang Dynasty poet who consoled
himself during a civil war by writing:
"Rivers and mountains survive the breaking of nations; spring returns; the city grows lush
again."
His point was that, whatever this generation's crimes, follies and misfortunes, nature will
survive. Our children can start afresh. And civilization can restore itself.
That is no longer true. In some cases, we will suffer for today's mistakes forever. We
have an example at home in Montana. The copper mining boom of 100 years ago along the
Clark Fork River left Butte the area with the largest hazardous waste site in America. If we wait
for it to recover by itself, science tells us we should expect to wait ten thousand years -- longer
than the gulf of time separating us from the Neolithic Revolution. The waste left by nuclear tests
in Colorado, Kazakhstan, or the Tibetan Plateau will last even longer than that.
International challenges present the same danger on a much larger scale. In the extreme
case, war with nuclear weapons could destroy civilization itself. And other threats are less drastic
only by comparison.
Atmospheric science suggests that present trends in the emission of greenhouse gases like
carbon dioxide and nitrous oxide will raise average temperatures by two to six degrees over the
next century. That already makes hurricanes here and typhoons in East Asia more destructive.
A few decades on, it could raise ocean levels from eighteen inches to three feet, drowning most
American beaches and some of our most productive farmland. Our country would change
forever.
Of course, these are long, slow processes. Moderate action today can prevent crisis and
even improve the quality of life without any great wrench in economic growth or loss of freedom.
To take another example, since the 1990 Clean Air Act the Los Angeles economy has boomed,
while unhealthy air days have fallen from 200 to 100 a year. On a larger scale, since 1970 we
vastly improved our air and water while doubling our economy in real terms.
But on questions like climate change, which affect the entire earth, common sense says
we can't do it alone. Our policy, for example, is to cap our greenhouse emissions at 1990 levels.
That is a hard goal to reach; but even if we exceed it, emissions growth from developing
countries could make our action meaningless.
THE FIRST STEPS
So we must work with other countries, and we are beginning to do it.
Trade-related environmental agreements like fishery management and the Convention on
the International Trade in Endangered Species date back many years. The Montreal Protocol,
banning chlorofluorocarbons as threats to the ozone layer, and the Rio Summit followed in the
last decade. Secretary Christopher's policy speech last year, and the State Department's first
environmental report last Tuesday, are signs of more systematic attention to environmental issues
in diplomacy. And a broad scientific and political consensus is emerging on a few broad goals.
First, prevent drastic climate change.
Second, stop the rapid loss of species.
Third, set rules for disposal of hazardous waste.
Fourth, make forestry sustainable.
Fifth, protect the oceans.
And finally, promote adoption of good environmental laws and modem environmental
technologies.
If we can reach these goals, we will protect ourselves against threats to food supply and
coastal areas. Improve public health and the quality of life worldwide. And help ourselves
prosper by selling the environmental technologies we have developed in fields from power to
waste-water treatment to hazardous waste cleanup.
THE ASIAN ECONOMIC CRISIS
These issues are worldwide. But while press coverage focuses most intensely on South
America, and especially the Amazon Basin, the problems may be most urgent in Asia.
In the past twenty years, nearly every Asian country, from the islands of Southeast Asia
along an arc through Thailand, Indochina, China, Korea and Japan, experienced vast growth in
wealth and industry. That is a very good thing; but it has come with a cost.
Thailand, Cambodia and Burma lose more than one forest acre in fifty each year.
Greenhouse emissions from Asia grow by 70 million tons a year. Some of Asia's emblematic
species -- the giant panda, the wild elephant, the tiger, the orangutan -- are endangered or close
to extinction. Taiwan and Korea have even entered an environmentally-caused diplomatic crisis
due to a Taiwanese power company's attempt to store nuclear waste in North Korea.
And no country is suffering more than China. The country with the most people; the
fastest industrial growth; and the least developed rule of law and civil society. In every area --
from air pollution to water pollution, loss of species, waste disposal and loss of natural resources
-- China is approaching a crisis.
THE CHINESE ENVIRONMENTAL CRISIS
According to the most recent comprehensive report by China's National Environmental
Protection Agency:
"In 1995 ... environmental pollution centered in cities continued to worsen and spread to
the rural areas, and the scope of ecological damage continued to spread... Dust and acid
rain caused the most serious harm to the atmospheric environment... the waters of rivers,
lakes and reservoirs in China were universally polluted in varying degrees."
These crises will hurt China's people most, of course. But they will affect every one of
China's neighbors; they will be felt around the Pacific; and they will touch us as well.
Air pollution is already so intense that one in four deaths each year in China stems from
respiratory disease or lung cancer. An acid rain cloud, created by sulfur emissions from coal-
burning power plants, is spreading from the Chinese coast to Korea and Japan. A few years ago,
the Vice-Minister of MITI in Tokyo told me he thought this was the single biggest threat Japan
faced. And of the three billion extra tons of atmospheric carbon emissions we expect in the next
twenty years, one billion will come from China.
Water pollution has degraded most of China's coastal waters with the exception of the
South China Sea, and reduced domestic fisheries in some cases by as much as 90%. That will
put rapid pressure on the international fishing stocks every Pacific nation including the US use
for food, and over time may contaminate fish stocks with persistent toxics.
And more than one in eight of China's indigenous species is endangered or threatened.
THE RESPONSE: CHINA
At least at the national level, China is well aware of this, and has planned a response.
Between 1995 and 2000, China will raise its environmental enforcement staff from 19,000 to
30,000. It will invest about $55 billion in pollution control and restoration; plant 9.98 million
hectares of forest; and set up 60-80 marine reserves. Over a longer period, it will attempt major
reforms in national environmental laws and enforcement.
The ideas are good on paper, and we see good signs in practice too. The "Great Green
Wall" project has planted 300 million trees in Northern China and cut the number of dust storms
in Beijing from fifteen or twenty to five per year.
But on the whole, provincial implementation is far behind national law and policy.
China's scientific base is high quality, but small. And legal institutions are weak. So I expect
that China will resolve the crisis over time. But if we do nothing to help, the problems will get
much worse before they get better.
THE RESPONSE: U.S.
And right now we aren't doing much. Our approach is ad hoc, non-strategic, and almost
totally ineffective.
We have a few good programs on specific issues. EPA's coal-bed mining program, which
prevents uncontrolled venting of methane into the atmosphere and saves lives by preventing
underground explosions, is one. EPA has also helped develop an energy-efficient refrigerator for
China's consumer market. And Vice President Gore has laid the groundwork for a more
systematic approach by creating a permanent US-China Environment and Development Forum.
But we also have a bizarre ban on Asian Environmental Partnership assistance to China,
which could help our own businesses as well as the Chinese. Some of our consular staff in Hong
Kong once told me they were actually forbidden to talk about this when Guangdong officials
came down to ask for help. And in a larger sense, despite a few speeches and reports, many in
the foreign policy establishment still seem to view environmental issues as soft-headed and mushy
when compared to trade or security.
A NEW STRATEGY
I believe it is time for a new, more strategic approach. And we should start by
understanding the cause of the crisis.
According to NEPA, China's environmental crisis stems from a "large population base,
rapid economic growth and low level of technology and management." The first two are mainly
out of our hands. We cannot expect to do much about population, although our support for
voluntary family planning -- and opposition to any coercion -- is important. China's economic
growth is a good thing which should continue -- and will continue whether we like it or not. But
with respect to environmental technology and management, we can contribute a lot.
We have the world's best scientific establishment. Twenty-five years of experience in
writing and enforcing laws. A booming environmental technology industry. And strong citizen
environmental groups. China, at least at the national level, has made a commitment to
environmental protection. And with $110 billion in foreign reserves, it has the money to carry
it out. So our policy should focus on technical assistance -- in science and appropriate use of
technology, clean industry, and legal reform. It can be cheap, effective, and profitable for our
companies.
AIR POLLUTION AND GLOBAL WARMING
Consider air pollution and global warming.
The main cause of Chinese air pollution is the coal China burns in electric power plants.
Further ahead, a growing consumer auto market will create a second major new source.
And we are well placed to help. China's power plants use boilers about half as efficient
as ours. Retrofitting them could allow China to double its power output without raising carbon
emissions at all. At the same time, scrubbers and coal washing technology could significantly
ease urban air pollution, reduce acid rain, and improve the quality of rivers and streams. And
American automakers -- because of the Clean Air Act -- lead the world in emissions reduction
technology.
WATER POLLUTION
Water and ocean pollution offer similar opportunities.
Today, 80% of China's industrial and domestic waste water slops into rivers, streams and
lakes without treatment. A river in Shanghai was so polluted that it caught fire a few years ago.
Zhu Senlin, then Governor of Guangdong Province, told me four years ago that except for
Guangzhou, not one of his twenty largest cities had a waste-water treatment plant. That is a
public health nightmare and a threat to fisheries we need for a sustainable food supply.
And here we have an opportunity to help China, protect our interest in healthy oceans and
fisheries, and take advantage of a commercial opportunity in which our firms lead the world.
China has decided to make recovery of the Pearl River Delta, running through Guangdong
Province to Hong Kong, a national priority. This is complicated -- the national government must
work with industry, provincial officials, and the future governments of Hong Kong and Macao
as well. But the area's wealth and comparative technical sophistication makes it an ideal test case
for river cleanup throughout China.
Our success with equally polluted rivers -- the Charles; the Hudson; the Cuyahoga, which
itself once caught fire -- involved some of the same problems. And if we apply ourselves, we
can help make the Pearl a model for environmental and commercial cooperation with China
generally.
BIODIVERSITY
Third, biodiversity.
China has spectacular indigenous species. The dawn redwood, a recently discovered
survivor of the Cretaceous period. The giant panda. The Siberian tiger. And lesser-known but
unique species like a five-foot giant salamander, a fresh-water river dolphin, and the wild horses
and goats of Tibet. They have inherent value as parts of creation, and to lose them would be a
pity.
They may have immense practical value as well. In his book The Diversity of Life, the
naturalist E.O. Wilson gives the case of sea otters. Their slaughter for fur in northern California
led to an explosion of sea urchins; a consequent collapse of kelp forests; and finally a crash in
fish stocks and a commercial disaster.
And while loss of biodiversity creates dangers, protection can create opportunities.
Adapting traditional Chinese medicine, which uses 6,000 of 30,000 known indigenous Chinese
plant species, could dwarf this accomplishment. In fact, MIT recently suggested Hong Kong do
precisely that to make biotechnology a strategic industry.
Here too we have a role to play. Modern biology has done little study of China since the
Communist takeover in 1949. We -- industry and environmental groups as well as government -
- should help catalogue biodiversity. Create databases of plants with medicinal use. Study
ecosystems that need protection, as the World Wildlife Fund has done in Wolong, the home of
the giant panda. And use the expertise of the Interior Department and Forest Service to help
preserve these areas or manage them sustainably.
CIVIL SOCIETY
Finally, a broader comment.
Technical help on biodiversity, water pollution, and climate change is essential. Our
experience with drafting and implementing laws offers a lot to China. Our Environment
Committee members should meet with the National People's Congress Environment Committee.
Officials at EPA, the Interior Department and NOAA can help train their counterparts. And the
environmental technologies our companies create can help China and improve our trade balance.
But ultimately, in China as in America, environmental protection cannot depend on
foreigners. It depends on the government and most of all on ordinary people.
We marked the 27th anniversary of our first Earth Day last Tuesday. It should remind
us that we have environmental laws today not because politicians of the 1970s were especially
wise, but because people were fed up with air that smelled bad and water that made you sick.
They could read about causes of and potential remedies for urban smog, or the contamination of
Love Canal, or bacteria in the drinking water. And they could demand action. It was simple
proof of what the Danish humanitarian and Nobel Prize winner in chemistry Niels Bohr wrote
in calling for open access to scientific information and new technologies back in 1950:
"Within any community it is only possible for the citizens to strive together for common
welfare on the basis of public knowledge of the general conditions of the country."
Our air and water are healthier today because we had that public knowledge in 1970. If
Chinese people today, facing the same problems we did then, know the facts and demand action,
they too will succeed. And in that regard, I see two very good signs.
China's release to the public of as detailed and candid a report as the NEPA summary
shows a new understanding of the importance of open information. And for the first time in fifty
years -- maybe ever -- Chinese have begun to form independent environmental groups. About
thirty have registered nationwide, most in Beijing but some in the provinces as well. That is an
immensely important step for the environment, and for broader issues of human rights and civil
society as well.
CONCLUSION
If these trends continue, China will overcome its environmental crisis. I have no doubt
of it. Because whether we are Americans, or Chinese, or anybody else, protecting the
environment means protecting our future and our great-grandchildren's future. I think people
take that responsibility pretty seriously, and are ready to work together to fulfill it.
It will be tremendously difficult. Our scientific grasp of such phenomena as climate
change, the behavior of oceans and loss of biodiversity is in its infancy. And the political
challenges associated with international environmental protection are almost equally complex.
In the case of China, if we cannot manage our political relations, our ability to work on
environmental issues will be very limited.
But if you doubt it can be done, just consider our achievement at home. In 1970,
factories spilled untreated waste into rivers. Los Angeles lived with ten months of unhealthy air
a year. The bald eagle, our national symbol, was on the verge of extinction.
And in one generation we turned it around. Americans are safer and healthier. Our
country is more beautiful. Our descendants will live better lives. And if we can do it here, we
can do it anywhere.
Thank you very much.
